DIFFRACTION OF LIGHT
233
cessive maxima of different order has the value  —, only two
£1
such maxima can be visible.
In order that the echelon may give good results, the separate plates must have exactly the same thickness d throughout. The plates are tested by means of the interference curves of equal inclination (cf. page 149, note i) and polished until correct.
20. The Resolving .Power of a Prism.—In connection with the above- considerations it is of interest to ask whether the resolving power of a prism exceeds that of a grating or not. The resolving power of a prism depends not only upon its dispersion, but also upon its width (measured perpendicular to the refracting edge). For if this width be small, each separate spectral line is broadened by diffraction.
The joint effect of dispersion and cross-section of the beam upon the resolving power of a prism, or of a system of prisms, has been calculated by Rayleigh in the following1 way: * If, by means of refraction in the system P (Fig. 74), the plane wave
£  ff
A A'
FIG. 74-
A0J3Q of incident light of wave length /I is brought into the position AB, the optical paths from A0 to A and /?„ to K are equal (cf. page 6). A wave of other wave length A-j-^A. is brought in the same time into some other position A'B'. The difference between the optical paths A^A' and AQA, i.e. the distance AA', can be expressed as follows: (A0Af) - (A,A) = A'A - dn-e^
* Rayleigh, Phil. Mag. (5), 9, p. 271,  1879;   Winkelmann's Handb.  Optik, p. 166. 0 = ± -, which correspond to the  first positions
